Public Health in a Nursing School

By ROBERT E. COKER, Jr., M.D., M.P.H.,, FRANCES E. HART, R.N.,, M.P.H,,
and DORIS GOSNELL, R.N., M.Litt.

ANY PEOPLE, both those concerned
with public health nursing and those
concerned with nursing education, have long
felt that the curriculums of most 3-year schools
of nursing leave a great deal to be desired con-
cerning the community aspects of health and
disease. In many schools of nursing the cur-
riculum includes little or nothing concerning
either the family aspects of illness or commu-
nity health agencies other than the hospital and
its staft.

In Butler County, Pa., the faculty of a 3-
year school of nursing and the staff of the
county health department are working to-
gether to integrate public health into the cur-
riculum of the nursing school.

Background

The DButler County Memorial Hospital,
established in 1896, was expanded in 1954 from
approximately 200 beds to 300 beds. It is the
only general hospital resource in Butler
County, which has a population of approxi-
mately 103,000. The school of nursing was
established in 1903.

The Butler County Health Department was
established January 1, 1954, as the first county
health department in Pennsylvania. In 1952,
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in anticipation of the establishment of the
county health department, the Pennsylvania
Department of Health had assigned public
health personnel to Butler County. These
personnel functioned as a State-administered
local health district until the establishment
of the county health department. The person-
nel of the State unit included a medical direc-
tor, public health nurses, sanitarians, and
clerical workers. After the formation of the
county health department, the public health
nursing staff was increased, additional sani-
tarians were employed, and a public health en-
gineer and a public health educator were added
to the staff.

During the 2 years from 1952 to 1954, while
the public health program in the county was
State-administered, the public health nursing
staff and the faculty of the hospital’s school of
nursing began to work closely together. The
faculty of the nursing school invited the direc-
tor of public health nursing and staff nurses
to participate in the instructional program of
the school. The invitation was eagerly ac-
cepted. As the two groups worked together,
each group became convinced that the curricu-
lum of the school could be greatly enriched
and the experience of the students could be
greatly broadened by incorporating into the
curriculum a community approach to health
and disease.

In 1954, after a series of conferences between
health department personnel and the nursing
school faculty, it was concluded that experi-
ences in community health for the nursing stu-
dents could be incorporated into the curricu-
lum. The administration of the hospital au-
thorized the educational director and the medi-
cal-surgical instructor of the nursing school to
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work with the medical director and director of
nursing of the county health department to
plan and organize such a revision of the cur-
riculum.

First-Year Curriculum

The purpose of the curriculum revision was
defined as “to enrich the student nurses’ pro-
gram of study by the integration of principles
of public health and the social aspects of nurs-
ing into the total plan of instruction.” Under
this purpose, health department personnel
planned with the faculty of the school of nurs-
ing to accomplish the following objectives:

e To provide experience for students in the
team approach to problem solving.

¢ To demonstrate to students social and
health problems of families in the home.

* To review course outlines and to provide
instructors with teaching materials, references,
and public health information in all areas
where these could be adapted to the course.

* To set up in the course on sociology special
health centered projects for students.

e To demonstrate home nursing visits to stu-
dents using discharged patients with whom the
student had worked in the hospital.

* To assist students in preparing case studies
and in participating in class and ward dis-
cussions.

e To demonstrate the importance of continu-
ity of patient care, social and emotional factors
in relation to health and disease, and the role
of the nurse in understanding the patient as
an individual in relation to his family and the
community.

After these objectives had been set, it was
agreed that they could not be met unless the
teaching personnel of the school, the hospital
supervisors, and the head nurses themselves
understood the objectives and had participated
in the experiences which the students would be
undergoing. Therefore, with the approval of
the hospital administration, administrative
supervisors, head nurses, and nursing school
faculty who had not had previous public health
experiences were each assigned to the health
department full time for 2 weeks. This ex-
perience acquainted them with the health de-
partment, with community health problems,
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and with the organizations, agencies, and com-
munity resources working with these problems.

While this program of experience for the
instructional personnel was in process, detailed
planning of the curriculum for the students
was carried on. It was agreed that students
should be introduced to the health department
during their first week in school and even be-
fore their orientation to the various divisions of
hospital nursing. This introduction was pro-
vided by a class visit to the health department,
during which the work of the department and
its relationship to community health programs
were discussed by the medical director, director
of public health nurses, director of environ-
mental health, and public health educator.

The health educator then introduced the stu-
dents to group discussion methods. A series of
discussions was held, with the class divided into
small groups. These discussions had the dual
purpose of further developing the students’ con-
cept of community health and of providing an
opportunity for them to develop skills in group
discussion methods, skills which would be use-
ful to them later in ward conferences and case
discussions following visits to families in their
homes.

During the course entitled “Introduction to
the Medical Sciences,” arrangements were made
for each student nurse to spend a half day with
a public health nurse visiting families in their
homes. Observation experience in environ-
mental health was also provided by having stu-
dents spend another half day in field work with
health department sanitarians. The course in-
structor prepared the way for these visits by
advance discussion with the class and by pro-
viding a written guide for the student nurses
to use in making observations. It was hoped
that these visits would give the student some
conception of what illness means to the family
and the community as well as to the patient.

The next step in the program was to integrate
public health into the course in “Medical-Sur-
gical Nursing.” The course instructor pre-
sented disease entities as community problems,
and students studied some of the ways in which
illness affects the community and ways in
which community problems affect illness.
Here again, in carefully selected cases, the stu-
dent nurse accompanied the public health nurse
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on home visits. In some instances, these visits
were made to patients who had been discharged
from the hospital, and the student observed how
the public health nurse conducted health teach-
ing in the home. In other instances, an at-
tempt was made to provide observation home
visits to types of cases which the student was
not likely to see in the hospital.

Following these home visits, the student
nurse reported her experiences to the class. The
public health nurse helped the student with the
preparation of these case studies, and a member
of the staff of the health department attended
the class presentations and case discussions.

This concluded the experiences of the first
vear in the integration of public health into the
nursing school curriculum.

Results of First Year

At the end of the first year a meeting was held
with the hospital administration, the advisory
board of the school of nursing, the faculty of
the school, and the personnel of the health
department to evaluate the year’s experience.
This evaluation emphasized the following
points:

* The reaction of the head nurses and super-
visors who had spent a 2 weeks’ orientation
period in the health department was univer-
sally enthusiastic. Their consensus was that
they had had a rich learning experience. Not
only did they feel that the instructional pro-
gram for student nurses had been enhanced
but that they themselves were able to provide
a higher quality of nursing service than for-
merly. They had developed a greater awareness
of the hospital patient as a member of a family
and of a community and of the community
resources available to meet individual and
family health needs.

e The faculty of the school felt that the
interest, response, and motivation of the student
nurses was very gratifying. The students, too,
had developed a concept of the relationship of
health and disease in individuals to family and
community problems, a concept which previous
classes had not developed. Their interest in
the patients with whom they worked had been
increased by seeing them in the frame of refer-
ence of the family and the community.
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¢ The number of referrals of hospital patients
to the public health nursing service had been
greatly increased. This was particularly appar-
ent in the areas of maternal and child health
and adult health or chronic disease, fields in
which the health department was anxious to
expand its activities. Referrals to each of these
public health nursing services more than
doubled. The quality of referrals also greatly
improved in the sense that cases selected for
referral were increasingly those for which
public health nursing might be expected to
provide help. This was partly the result of the
desire of the hospital staff to provide additional
teaching materials for the student nurses in
the form of more patients for them to visit with
public health nurses. But it was also felt that
the increase in the number and quality of
referrals resulted in large measure from the
increased sensitiveness of the head nurses and
supervisors to patient needs and to the poten-
tialities of public health nursing.

* The reaction of the medical staff of the
hospital to the program was excellent. In many
instances, they had become aware of and made
use of community resources which they had
not before appreciated or used. This was re-
flected in part by an increase of more than 20
percent in referrals by physicians to the public
health nursing service.

Extension to Third-Year Curriculum

With the gratifying results of this experience
during the nursing students’ first year, a plan
was developed to incorporate the community
aspects of nursing into the remainder of the
curriculum. Since the students spend most of
their time away from the local hospital in other
affiliated institutions during their second year,
attention was directed to the third year of the
nursing course.

During this vear, the first approach to the
integration of public health into the nursing
school curriculum was made through the stu-
dents’ experience in obstetrical nursing. The
existing system of referrals of obstetrical
patients to the public health nursing service
from the practicing obstetricians and from the
hospital obstetrical service made this integra-
tion easier. Iere again, the first step was to
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provide the obstetrics instructor with an oppor-
tunity for field observation and experience with
the health department. This experience in-
cluded accompanying the public health nurse
on home visits to patients receiving prenatal
and postpartum care.

The experience of the student nurses also in-
cluded visits to prenatal patients whom they
would later see i the hospital on the obstetrical
service, and visits in the home to mothers and
babies whom they had cared for in the hos-
pital. These visits were followed by case
studies and class discussions, with health de-
partment staff participating. In preparation
for the observation home visits with the public
health nurse, the instructor provided the stu-
dents with a written guide such as had been
provided the first year students.

The students also participated in teaching
classes of prospective parents, which are held
on a continuing basis by the health department
in cooperation with the nursing and medical
staff of the hospital.

This is the extent to which the integration of
public health into the curriculum of the Butler
County Memorial Hospital School of Nursing
has proceeded. It is the hope of both health
department staff and nursing school faculty
that this integration can proceed much further
and that the participation of the health depart-
ment in the instructional program of the nurs-
ing school can be expanded. An outpatient
department will be developed in the hospital
within the near future, and it is planned to take
advantage of the opportunity which expanded
clinical services will provide for instruction in
community health.

Both the hospital and the health department
feel that their effectiveness as community health
agencies has been greatly improved. The hos-
pital is producing graduate nurses who have a
better concept of community health needs and
resources. At the same time, patient care has
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in many instances been improved by continuity
of care between home and hospital. The health
department has been able to expand services in
certain areas of community need and its service
to individual families has been improved by
the close relationship to the hospital nursing
staff. This is, however, a demanding program
on health department staff. It is time-consum-
ing and at times disruptive of service program
organization. Nevertheless, it is felt that the
ultimate contribution to community health is
well worth the time and effort.

Summary

An experience in the integration of public
health into the curriculum of a 3-year school
of nursing has been described. Through the
cooperative efforts of the Butler County [Pa.]
Health Department and the faculty of the But-
ler County Memorial Hospital School of Nurs-
ing, with the sanction and support of the hospi-
tal administration, a plan was developed and
carried out for providing student nurses with
experiences in the community aspects of health
and disease. This began with providing 2 weeks
of full-time experience in the health depart-
ment for hospital supervisors and head nurses.
The nursing students’ experiences included in-
troduction to community health agencies, ob-
servation field visits with public health nurses
and other health department staff, demonstra-
tions in the continuity of medical and nursing
care both before and after the patient’s hospital
stay, and case studies and discussions. These
experiences were accompanied by a review of
the curriculum and the planning of individual
courses in such a way as to emphasize the inter-
relationships between individual patients, the
family, and the community. Although this
is a time-consuming program for the health de-
partment staff, it is believed that it pays sub-
stantial dividends in improved nursing service
for the community.
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